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For all the kids I’ve met who were scarred by the lives of irresponsible adults but had courage and determination to make their own lives better.

“I mean how do you know what you’re going to do till you do it?”

Holden Caulfield

From The Catcher in the Rye by J.D. Salinger
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Prologue
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If you’re reading this, miracles happen. See, my girlfriend, Cassie, helped me with drafting, by checking my spelling and grammar, but when I asked her if she thought I should get it published she laughed and told me she didn’t think anyone would read what I’ve written.

‘It’s too real,’ she said. ‘Oldies won’t let kids read it.’

I got angry about that, but she said she was sorry and that she was only trying to be honest.

‘A lot of adults don’t like kids knowing the whole truth about growing up. They like kids to believe in happy endings and see people winning. They don’t want us to know some kids don’t have a perfect life.’

I told her my story is about winning, but she couldn’t see that in what she read. Then, again, I haven’t let her read the whole story yet, but that’s because I know she would spit badly if she read certain bits.

When I showed her the very first draft, she gave me a book called The Catcher in the Rye. She told me the guy who wrote it tried to tell the truth about what it was like being a teenage boy in the 1950s, but he couldn’t sell his book because people kept banning it, or demanding it be censored. She said lots of people back in the day thought it was wrong to let teenagers read about the kinds of hassles some kids have to go through. 

I don’t think much has changed. Adults hate seeing us talking about stuff or hanging around together without their constant vigilance. It scares them. If The Catcher in the Rye story that Cassie told me is true, it must have really scared adults back in the 1950s and 1960s when being teenagers was really a new thing – which is weird when I realised that the kids the adults way back then were scared of are the adults who are scared of us now.

Cassie said my story was going to be like that book, so I tried reading The Catcher in the Rye, but it’s way too old, and the kid in the novel is a lost-it, you know, a kid who totally doesn’t know what he wants to be. But, then, who really does?

Cassie asked me who I was writing my story for. At the time, I told her I didn’t know. But that’s not true. I know who it’s for. I wrote it for lots of people. I wrote it for guys like Jason and me, guys who keep getting screwed by parents like my mother, who forget about loving their kids, and my old man, who’s so selfish he screwed up everybody else’s life so he can go and do whatever he wants. And I wrote it for all those adults who hate kids like us; the teachers, the cops, the do-gooders, the adults who want kids like us to disappear and not be heard from. Bad luck. We exist. Adults create us.

I wrote this story for all the kids I met in the last couple of years, who’ve been through court like we have, kids who have lousy parents, kids who have to struggle to get a life together on their own.

And I guess I really wrote it mostly for Jason and me, because it’s our story and I want to make sense of it. It’s our story – we’re in it – it’s us as we were, two years ago.

I was always into writing little stories and stuff when I was in primary school. Even in Year Eight, at the old school, before I was made to leave, I liked writing stories over everything else. I even had an idea, once, that I could be a journalist, or maybe a writer like Stephen King. I really liked creating stories about people getting mangled by psychos, and stuff like that, but none of the teachers ever liked what I wrote. They told me my stories were too graphic, too brutal and they asked why I couldn’t write more interesting stories, like mysteries or heroic tales, stories they would like to read, As if I cared what they liked. I wrote what I liked to write. I was proud of my stories.

I ended up hating English in Year Nine because I was stuck with Dork Reynolds who kept sticking his nose in every piece of work I did.

‘That’s spelt this way,’ he’d say, or, ‘I get it, Scott, but it would read better if you added this, or rearranged that,’ and he’d change what I wrote, and I hated that. It’s my work, I used to think. Leave it alone. But he wouldn’t. He kept telling me I had real talent as a writer, but then he’d go on changing everything I wrote. He insisted we all wrote poems to learn about imagery, and some other stuff. Seriously, the poems the teachers choose for classes suck. The best poems can’t be repeated in classrooms because as soon as we hook up a rhyme for ‘luck’ the teachers have hysterics. 

I remember Reynolds read a moronic piece to us called ‘I’m a Nooligan’, or some title like that, and another one called ‘Dumb Insolence’, and he said some kids were just like the ones in the poems. And then I realised Reynolds was reading those poems about us – not to us, but about us. That got to me. That’s when I knew he was no different from every other teacher in my old school, and that he couldn’t stand kids like me.

Then all the other stuff happened, and I stopped writing. Until now.

Maybe I just need to get all this out, like therapy. I read some article in class last term that said it was good to write down things that are getting at me. Maybe all this stuff’s been annoying me for way too long. I don’t know. But it’s out now. I just hope someone gets to read this, will see what happened – what is still happening to heaps of kids – and understand why we do what we do. I’m not looking for anything – no way am I asking for sympathy. I just want people to see it as it is for kids like Jason and me – as it really is.
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My old man bailed when I was in Year Eight. I didn’t even know he was gone. I just heard Mum bawling in the bathroom.

I freaked, at first, when I saw her. She had a swollen cheek with a big purpling bruise blowing up, and a cut on her lip that was bleeding something chronic. I thought someone had broken into our house, so I yelled for Dad to come to help Mum, but he didn’t answer. When I looked in the bedroom, his wardrobe was open, and empty, and his car wasn’t in the driveway. He was gone.

I didn’t hear them fight. Usually I heard it, the yelling and swearing, but not this time.

There was broken glass all over the bathroom floor, and the cabinet mirror was cracked, like spider’s web, as if someone smashed a fist into it. I found out, later, Mum’s cheek hit the mirror. 

I tried to help her clean herself up, but she was a hysterical mess. I’d never seen her fall apart like that before, and it scared me something chronic. I used to love her, when I was little, and before all this happened, but she changed when I was in Year Seven. Dad and she started arguing, and they were totally unhappy with each other, and it was like she even stopped being happy with me. I didn’t get it, definitely not back then. Dad was hardly ever home, and she stopped being the kind of mum I’d known as a little kid. She wasn’t interested in asking me about school when I came home. I mean, I never liked her doing that in a way, but at least I knew she cared enough to ask, and when she stopped asking I didn’t understand.

Mum was never anything tough, never someone to be frightened of, but her sobbing and shaking like crazy that morning in the bathroom totally freaked me. ‘Stop it!’ I yelled, over and over, until I heard myself screaming at her. Then I realised she was staring at me with wide, reddened eyes. I’d never seen anyone look like that, except in horror movies. And then she slapped me across the face – slapped me full on! And it stung.

I don’t remember what I did next, or what I said to her, only that I barged out of the house, into the front yard, and swore at everything and everybody who walked past. The bitch hit me. All I tried to do was calm her down, and she hit me. My mother hit me. I couldn’t believe it. She’d never hit me. Sure, she was less than happy a lot of the time, even back when I was little and being a naughty little shit, but she’d never, ever hit me like that. Only the old man did that. That was his job. When I needed a smack for something especially bad, or to stop me freaking out, he did the job.

Now I think back on it, I figure the old man liked hitting me. He always volunteered to do it if Mum said I did something wrong. I lost count of the number of times he hit me, when he was home. He hit me for answering back, for not answering, for being cheeky, for butting in, for being late, for being early, for swearing, for eating too fast, for eating too slow, for not eating at all – the list was endless. If Mum asked him to hit me, he hit. No discussion. No second thoughts. Just hit. It was what happened back then and I expected it. Now I see it for what it really was.

I went back inside to see where Mum was, and to get my school gear. It was a Wednesday – October eighth, in fact. I knew the date because it was three days before my birthday when the old man cleared out. All I remember thinking was that the bastard bolted so I wouldn’t be getting the bike he promised me for my birthday. I hated him for doing that. I still do. He owes me that bike.

Mum was sitting on the bathroom floor, sobbing, so I tiptoed past. When I came back from my room with my school gear, she was still there. She was still there, in the bathroom, twenty minutes later, crying, when I sneaked out to go to school.

I used to go to school early, most mornings, to play handball in the quad. If I arrived early enough, I could start in a high square and get up to King really quickly. Everybody played handball. There were courts scattered all over the school, but I always played on the one where the Year Twelves congregated. Most Year Eights played outside the Tech block, and the geeks and losers played between the buildings and against walls. The biggest kid in the Year Twelve court, Steve Kontis, always pushed in when he arrived. He was taller than most teachers and he played football for Glenelg. He cheated chronically, but hardly anyone complained because he was happy to sort complainers out.

The morning my old man walked out, I arrived early and got straight into Jack. I was seething angry, and I kept getting out for belting the stupid green tennis ball full on all the time, but that didn’t matter to me. When the game expanded to ten squares, I went ballistic, smacking the ball as hard as I could to work out my anger. Kids paid me out, shouting ‘Psycho!’ and ‘Unco!’ and heaps of other garbage, but I didn’t care so long as I hit the ball. I needed to hit something, and I needed to hit it hard.

I was so angry that I didn’t see big Steve was in the square next to mine when I thumped the ball straight at him. And I didn’t care. The ball must have hit him right in the nuts because he went down onto his knees, swearing so fiercely that the rest of the kids stepped out of their squares, but I ignored it. I picked up the ball, turned, and threw it to King, so I didn’t see Steve get to his feet and reach for me.

Slamming into a brick wall brought me back to my senses pretty quickly. 

I was pressed against the Maths building by Steve’s great big paws, and all I remember is that I kept swearing at the top of my voice, calling him every filthy name I could think of. If he hit me at all, I never felt it, but I don’t think he did before Pervin’ Mervin, the Deputy Principal, ran out of the building and pulled Steve away from me.

Mervin asked all the usual questions, but I told Mervin nothing. It was none of his business. All I could think of, in his smelly office, was wanting to spew over everything. I didn’t have to think of doing it. I really felt like I wanted to chuck. I wanted to smash everything as well – his stupid wooden desk with all its papers scattered everywhere, and the dumb picture of his plastic Myers wife and his three grinning kids. I wanted to wreck everything in there because my life was wrecked.

Mervin sent me to class. I skipped Home Group and hid in the toilets. I had an obese cow for Home Group we called Womble, although her real name was Mrs Walker. I have no idea why she chose a teaching career, because she certainly didn’t like kids. I don’t think any kid liked her either, and I think she knew it, but she wasn’t smart enough to quit teaching. I’d hate to live like that, having to keep a job where no one liked me, and I didn’t like them. She marked me absent. I know because the school sent a message home like they always do.

I did nothing in any class that day. All I could think of was that, when Dad got home, he’d sort it all out, Mum would be better, the mess would be cleaned up, and the whole horrible thing would be over, and I could go on with my life.

It wasn’t over when I got home.

Mum was moody and snappy. She jumped down my throat for being late, then went the full spew over getting the late message and onto a whole lot of stuff about Dad and her that made no sense to me, until I didn’t want to hear any more. I told her I didn’t want to know anything about what was going on and stormed out of the kitchen. I went straight out the back screen door to find Corker. 

Corker came up, slimy pink tongue hanging out as usual, shaggy tan tail wagging, happy to see me. The poor little guy had no idea what was going on. I threw the ball for him until he was totally knackered and the sun was melting into a yellow and orange sunset. 

I sat outside with Corker. There was no way I was going back inside. I could feel the bitch brooding in there. It was like a switch had clicked. Everything between us changed right then, and I didn’t understand why. Something just dropped dead inside me.

My old man didn’t come home from work. I waited, but he didn’t come. I went inside for dinner, but there wasn’t anything on the table or on the stove. Mum wasn’t talking to me at all. She locked herself in her bedroom and began bawling again. I grabbed an apple and a drink from the fridge and watched crap on television, because I wanted to do nothing. Later, I heard her ripping things apart and screaming ‘Bastard! Bastard!’ over and over. The funniest thing was, at one point, I imagined her ranting as a rap lyric; and I started beating a rhythm for it on the couch.

I stayed up late that night, listening to my CDs until way after midnight, and Mum didn’t do a thing about it. I knew, then, she had no power over me anymore. Not that she really ever did, but that night I knew it was real. My old man was the only one I wouldn’t give crap to because he hit me if I did. He didn’t care about child abuse laws, or even when I threatened to tell the school counsellor how he treated me. 

‘They’re all soft,’ he snorted. ‘My old man taught me that hard discipline is the key to raising a kid. It did me good to learn to not answer back. You can learn it too.’

If he ever came home, maybe I would be in trouble again. Together, they were strong enough to make me do as they said. Even on his own, the old man was scary enough. But not her. And not that night. Or ever again. I wasn’t frightened of her anymore. She had no strength after he left. She only ever hit me that morning after the old man walked out. She didn’t dare touch me after that. I think she knew I’d hit her back if she did raise a hand.

She didn’t tell me Dad had left for good until the end of the next week. Then it was over breakfast, and she started bawling, so I went to school, as early as I could, to get away from her. I’d already figured out that he was gone for good. She’d packed everything belonging to him into boxes and piled his stuff out back on the veranda. She took down every photograph with him in it, even the one that was my favourite – the one when he took us to the Melbourne Zoo.

I was eight, I think. That trip meant something to me. We were a full-on family back then. We laughed, and played, and checked out everything. Mum was like a kid all day, the happiest I ever remember her being. She went crazy with the camera. She even used the timer to get shots of all of us together. I’ve never seen her like that since then. We went because Dad wanted to see the tigers. He was fixated on them. He stood, and stared at the big cats for ages, like he wanted to know everything about them – like he was one himself. 

That trip was the best time ever. We were a family. I want to see that zoo again, someday. Maybe I will.

She burned all the photographs, even the zoo pics. Bitch. I wanted to keep that Melbourne one. It was a memory of a good time. She had no right to take that away. So I got her back for it. The next night, I ditched her precious make-up bag in the incinerator. Maybe that was a dumb thing to do, but I needed to do something back. I was frustrated and angry. I wanted to wreck everything.
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I make it sound like I didn’t have any friends back then. I did. Two. Paul and Tim.

The old man walking out was just one thing that happened. Other things happened too. In fact, sometimes when I think back, it doesn’t make any sense, like I was a walking disaster or something, like the universe had marked me for bad luck. The English teacher I have this year read us this incredibly long poem about a sailor and an albatross. The main guy in it ends up causing the death of everyone else on his ship, so he walks around with a dead albatross hanging from his neck. I don’t remember the poem all that well, but he wears the albatross to warn everyone that he’s just plain bad luck to be around. I must have been like that at the end of Year Eight. I had a great big, stinking albatross hanging around my neck, and everyone could see it.

I still can’t fully describe what happened in those last weeks of that year. School seemed to drift through a bizarre dream, like when I’m wasted, only without the laughs. Once it fully sank in that the old man had bolted big time, and forever, nothing else mattered. Lessons at school were out of focus, muted, and there didn’t seem any point to anything going on at school. I hated my old man for doing that to me – throwing my whole world out of focus. 

I hated everyone.

Like I wrote before, I wanted to wreck things. I scratched graffiti into desktops, etched in those words no one likes to think kids know, and waited to watch teachers go off about it. They sure did that. Pervin’ Mervin hunted me down, and I got detention after detention, cleaning desks, cleaning the yard, and all that other crap that goes with getting busted at school. The really dumb thing was I didn’t get a buzz from doing any of the annoying stuff. I guess I was just so out of it, so numb inside, because of what had happened. I wasn’t scared of anyone.

Mervin sent emails and letters home. He called Mum into school. Then he called Mum and me into a meeting with the counsellor, and she told us about support opportunities and family help groups, and all this other crap that meant absolutely nothing to me. As if I cared? I had no family.

The counsellor set up sessions with me, and she told me she wanted me to talk honestly to her about what had happened. She said I needed to get all my frustrations and anger out, all my angst and emotions. She said it was natural to feel angry. Everyone who goes through a family breakup feels angry. She told me there were other families at the school going through the same trauma as ours. ‘Sadly, it happens all the time,’ she told me.

As if I cared.

It was my old man who bailed on us. I didn’t give a rat’s about anyone else’s old man. The problem was my old man. He cleared out and turned me into a freak like all the other kids who only had one parent. I didn’t want to be a freak. I wanted things to go back to normal. I wanted a father, even if he wasn’t much of one. I wanted to belong to a whole family. I didn’t want all the crap my loser parents made happen, just because they couldn’t get along like regular people.

Paul and Tim used to come to my place all the time in Year Six and Seven because we went to the same primary school. We used to do all that kid stuff together – bird hunting, gaming, rocking roofs, chasing cats – fun stuff. 

Paul’s old man was a solicitor, and his mother had something to do with designing houses. They owned one of the really rich places at the top of the estate, overlooking the valley. That’s why Paul ended up in a snotty private school in the city. I only went to his place a couple of times in Year Seven, and by Year Eight we had drifted. His mother didn’t like me. She never actually said so, but she used to peer down her pointy nose at me, and say, ‘Oh, you’re here,’ when she
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